This opening article offfers an introduction to the theme of this special issue of Exchange: Jesus traditions and masculinities in world Christianity. Highlighting the historical trajectory of feminist theological debates on the maleness of Jesus Christ and its implications for confĳigurations of gender (read: the position of women) in Christian traditions, the article particularly explores two recent developments: fĳirst, the critical discussion in academic, theological and ecumenical circles of men and masculinities in contemporary Christian contexts, and second, the growing body of scholarship on the masculinity (or better, masculinities) of Jesus Christ in the New Testament in relation to masculinities in the early Christian era. Building on these debates and this scholarship, the article identifĳies a new and critical fĳield of inquiry that explores the complex and productive relationships between the ambiguous and unstable masculinity/ies of Jesus Christ and the multiple and changing masculinities that are found today in the local contexts of an increasingly diverse global Christianity.
A Male Saviour
Some decades ago, feminist theology entered the scene of Christian theology. One of the fundamental questions that were raised was whether a male saviour can save women.1 Striving to understand the exclusion of women and women's experiences in church organization and theological reflection, a fĳirst generation of feminist theologians came to realize 'that it may be the very fabric of Christianity that caused the exclusion' and that 'the maleness of Christ may be part of the difffĳiculty'.2 Since then, feminist theology has further developed and diversifĳied. Under the influence of postcolonial criticism and thanks to the emergence of feminist theologies outside the Western world, nowadays it is acknowledged that women's experience is not a uniform reality. Consequently it is realized that the maleness of Jesus Christ is not necessarily a problem for Christian women in general. On the contrary, female theologians from Africa and Asia have argued that Jesus Christ is a liberating fĳigure for women and that he, precisely because he was male, provides a basis to criticize exclusionary and oppressive practices against women in church and theology as well as in the wider society.3
Even though the meaning and consequences of the maleness of the body of Jesus Christ are evaluated diffferently by feminist theologians from various contexts, it is clear that feminist theology has opened up the debate on the gendered nature of Jesus Christ and its implications for the construction of gender in Christianity. Thus far, this debate has mainly focused on women. Put briefly, the controversy is whether the idea of Jesus Christ as a male saviour is problematic for women or not. Little attention has been paid to the meaning of the male fĳigure of Jesus Christ for men as gendered beings, and to its efffects on the construction of male gender identity or masculinity. Yet feminist theology is part of a broader academic discourse, the study of religion and gender, where issues related to men and masculinity are increasingly discussed.4 This development is informed by the realization, in the words of Ursula King, that 'a balanced gender studies approach involves the study of masculinities as well as femininities. To work for greater gender justice, however understood, requires profound social, political, economic, religious and cultural transformation for both genders.'5 As a result, a new fĳield of studies -some scholars even speak about a new sub discipline -has emerged, which often is called (critical) men's studies in religion or the study of men, masculinities and religion.6 It is in this context that, again, the question of the signifĳicance of Jesus Christ, in particular the gendered body of Jesus Christ, is raised and is discussed in new ways.
Men and Masculinities in World Christianity
In the emerging study of men, masculinities and religion, masculinities are understood as historical and cultural specifĳic constructions of men's gender identities and men's position in gender relations. The focus is on the role of religion in the way masculinities are shaped and reshaped in particular contexts and traditions. According to Björn Krondorfer and Philip Culbertson, the task of this new body of scholarship is to bring gender consciousness to the interpretation and analysis of men in relation to any aspects of religion. Studies in this new fĳield are, on the one hand, critical of normative models of masculinities and, on the other hand, also supportive of men struggling to fĳind their place in religion and society.7
It is acknowledged that both gender and religion are intricately related to power, and that there is a long tradition of male dominance in various religions. Therefore Krondorfer has emphasized the critical edge of the study of men, masculinities and religion. He calls for a 'scholarly approach of critical empathy' that engages issues of men and masculinities in the sphere of religion with 'critical sensitivity and scholarly discipline in the context of gender-unjust systems' such as patriarchy, androcentrism, the oppression of women, heterosexism and homophobia.8
The academic study of men and masculinities in religion has mainly developed in North America and is said to be 'heavily located within the scholarly traditions of the West, specifĳically Christianity and Judaism'.9 As far as Christianity is concerned, the focus is on Western Christian contexts and traditions. It is largely ignored that Christianity is a world religion with a strong and ever growing presence in Africa, Asia and South America. However, there is enough reason to widen the scope of the study fĳield and to investigate men and masculinities in the multiple contexts of contemporary World Christianity. According to Philip Jenkins, at grassroots level the recent rise of Christianity -in particular, Pentecostal Christianity -on the continents of Africa, Asia and South America has 'efffected dramatic changes in gender attitudes,' which has resulted in 'new concepts of masculinity'.10 Unfortunately, Jenkins does not substantiate this statement empirically. He only makes a very brief reference to the 'reformation of machismo', that is 'the spread of "Victorian values" of thrift and chastity', which in his opinion is 'excellent news for Christian women around the world'.11 In the interdisciplinary study of world Christianity there is a large body of scholarship on gender in global Christian traditions and communities. However, the focus of this scholarship has generally been on women.12 Yet there is an emerging interest in men and masculinities in world Christianity. Some initial studies on African Christianities, for example, explore the new concepts of masculinity developed in African churches and Christian movements.13 Research in a South American context speaks of a 'reformation of machismo' taking place in evangelical circles.14 It is questionable whether the changes in masculinities observed in these studies are simply good news for women, as Jenkins suggest. The discourses on masculinity in African, South American and other Christian contexts often are rather ambiguous in terms of their complicity with patriarchal ideologies and structures. Moreover, they are generally defĳined in a heteronormative way and are sometimes explicitly homophobic. These are precisely the issues that need further investigation and critical interrogation in the study of men and masculinities in contemporary world Christianity.
In addition to the dynamics of Christian masculinities at grassroots level studied by scholars of religion, Christian theologians in various regions have also engaged in discussions about masculinity. For example, some Afro-American scholars have provided critical and constructive accounts on masculinity, building on traditions of black and womanist theology.15 Likewise, African theologians, out of a concern about the levels of hiv/aids and genderbased violence in their communities, have engaged in a quest for 'liberative' and 'redemptive' masculinities on the basis of a theology of gender justice. 16 A similar concern and commitment has recently been expressed by some ecumenical organisations. The World Council of Churches (wcc) and the World Alliance of Reformed Churches (warc), for example, in 2010 published a volume entitled Created in God's Image: From Hegemony to Partnership. The volume is intended to be a manual for use in local churches globally to promote 'positive masculinities'.17 The wcc General Secretary, Olav Fyske Tveit, in his preface to this volume positions the quest for positive masculinity in the tradition of the ecumenical movement of 'seeking ways of building a "just peace" community of women and men, in which men play their role side by side with women, in nurturing mutual partnership and especially in ending violence against women.'
All these developments -the changes in masculinities at grassroots level in global Christian contexts, and the engagement of academic theologians and ecumenical organisations with men and masculinities -make clear that it is time to explore new fĳields, both in the study of men, masculinities and religion, and in the study of gender in World Christianity and in Christian contextual theologies. The processes in which male gender identities and concepts of masculinity are shaped and actively reshaped in the multiple contexts of contemporary World Christianity need further and critical investigation. This is the objective of the present special issue of Exchange. It wants to examine how concepts of masculinity, at the intersection with other social categories such as race, class, sexuality and ethnicity, are constructed, defended, contested or reimagined in global Christian contexts. Because both masculinity and contemporary world Christianity are inherently plural, a volume on masculinities in global Christian contexts by defĳinition is diverse in terms of subject matter and in its perspectives. In order to create coherence, the special issue takes the fĳigure of Jesus Christ as a unifying focus to investigate masculinities in world Christianity. The central question is how texts, images, symbols and doctrines related to Jesus Christ (both the historical Jesus of Nazareth and the kerygmatic Christ) do function in the construction of male gender identities and men's position in gender relations in specifĳic contexts in World Christianity, and in relation to concrete social, cultural and political issues. Our interest in the role and signifĳicance of Jesus-traditions in the construction of masculinities is informed by the feminist problematization of the gendered nature of Jesus Christ. However, we also problematize the suggestion sometimes made by feminist theologians that the notion of Jesus Christ as a male saviour almost automatically reinforces male dominance and buttresses dominant forms of masculinity. Recent Biblical, historical and systematic scholarship argues that the gendered nature of Jesus Christ, and even the maleness of his body, is rather instable, complex and ambiguous. Consequently, also the signifĳicance and implications of 'the male saviour' Jesus Christ for the gender identities of Christian men and for the (re)construction of Christian masculinities is complex and sometimes complicated.
Jesus Christ and Early Christian Masculinities
In the fĳield of the study of early Christian origins, or, more narrowly, New Testament studies, a similar dynamic can be observed as within religious studies with an interest in question of gender at large, as was outlined above. That is to say that in research on early Christian anthropologies and the role of men and women in early Christian communities, the understanding and role of women has been studied extensively and fruitfully.18 However, the study of the construction and role of men and masculinities is only beginning.19 Studies that explore this fĳield seek to redress a situation in which, on the one hand, masculinity, men, their role, and construction -including e.g. Jesus' view of male sexuality, as is addressed by Gunda in this volume -are taken for granted, while, on the other hand, women are treated as 'special cases' that need to be approached through the lens of gender studies and gender-sensitive exegesis. Many insights for the study of the construction of early Christian masculinities, not in the last place the masculinity of Jesus as it is described and constructed through early Christian writings and practices, derive from the broader fĳield of the study of the fĳirst-century Greco-Roman world and the study of masculinity that takes place there.20 Of central hermeneutical importance is in this respect that what is generally seen as the "conventional" view of Greco-Roman masculinity.21 Some of its main characteristics may be summed up as follows Masculinity was viewed as an attribute only partially related to an individual's anatomical sex. (. . .) Because masculinity was all but identifĳied with social and political dominance, there was no assumption that all males must be masculine. The masculinity of slaves, for example, was by defĳinition impaired. Personal dignity, bodily integrity, and specifĳic details of one's appearance were all factors in individual self-assessment and in men's evaluation of one another's masculinity. Elite men of the day were constantly concerned with the maintenance of their masculinity, because it both displayed and justifĳied their positions of power. Unlike noble birth, which was immutable, masculinity was a matter of perception. While elites always represented their masculinity to outsiders as innate, among insiders it was implicitly recognized that masculinity was a performance requiring constant practice and vigilance.22
Thus, masculinity was always something embodied and represented by more or less masculine personalities that were seeking to establish and maintain both their social status ('honour') and, with that, their masculinity. The question that arises out of this situation is, then, how central fĳigures from the early Christian 'story', such as Jesus and Paul, would relate to such an ideal. A limited number of studies have sought to address this question, both with regard to Paul,23 Jesus, and others, including women.24 Though the most important character of the early Christian story would be Jesus of Nazareth, the Christ (or 'Jesus Christ'), the importance of the embodiment and performance of particular forms of masculinity by other early Christian fĳigures, both in their lives and in literary representations (autobiographical or otherwise), should be taken into account as well, given that the identity and masculinity of Christ was transmitted by personal example and embodiment as much as it was through oral and written teaching.25
Christ's Conflicting Masculinities
While the fĳield is still in motion, with some claiming that Jesus represents an alternative masculinity throughout and others rather making the opposite claim, by stating that the depiction of Jesus in the New Testament is already well on the way towards subscribing to Greco-Roman ideals of masculinity,26 with again others arguing that it was precisely Paul's instable answer to the question as to what gender diffferences amounted to (and where they originated from and/or were located) that haunted the early Church to such an extent that defĳinitive answers were never given,27 it is much too early to attempt to formulate a consensus already. Rather some examples may be given here, as to how Christ, as a man, was and was not represented and constructed by early Christian authors. Three instances of Jesus' depiction will be considered here. First, Jesus' speech will be considered. Second, an example of a miracle story will be discussed. Third, aspects of the crucifĳixion and resurrection are looked at. By considering these, it will become clear how multifaceted the depiction and construction of Jesus as a man is and how precisely this can help to explain, at least partially, the diverse constructions of 'Christian masculinities' in the aftermath of Jesus' death and resurrection.
First, one of the areas in which masculinity was to be displayed and defended, was that of public debate. As Mayordomo has shown for Paul, the way in which a public speaker acted did much for the attribution of masculinity to him (or her).28 Paul is a somewhat conflicted fĳigure in this respect, as his performance as a public speaker seems to have been less than spectacular -unlike his acumen in letter writing. When the depiction of Jesus as a public speaker is surveyed, however, one gets a diffferent impression throughout. While Jesus is never depicted as writing (with the exception of the pericopa adulterae in John 7: 53-8: 11), nor are any writings of him known, he is certainly depicted as speaking, and as a superb speaker at that. He does not only deliver various lengthy discourses -in the depiction of, especially Matthew and John, that is -, indulges in numerous instances of teaching, making use of various rhetorical techniques, not least of parables, and is presented as a superior debater, without fail putting his opponents to shame.29 On this basis, one might be tempted to think that Jesus is presented as an extraordinarily masculine person in general. However, this would not be entirely to the point.
Second, in miracle stories, Jesus also demonstrates an extraordinarily amount of authority and power, which is, every now and then, recognized as well, even though Jesus is also at pains to keep things quiet. In the Gospel of John, Jesus' miracles, more specifĳically his semeia, are explicitly related to the notion of glory or honour, i.e. doxa, and possessing doxa was again essential for anyone wishing to be considered truly masculine. However, when, for example, considering Jn. 2: 1-11, the wedding in Cana, where Jesus acts as the stand-in patron of the wedding by providing a large amount of wine,30 there is some- Bulletin 25/3 (1995) , 100-109, as well as P.-B. Smit, 'Alternative Patronage in thing distinctly odd about Jesus' display of his power and honour: it remains hidden and it is not publicly proclaimed as it would have been necessary for the establishment of his masculinity, given that that attribute of a person only existed when it was publicly embodied and acclaimed. A reading of this oddity that is well possible is to relate it to Jesus' remark in Jn. 2: 4 that his 'hour' had not yet come. When taking this as a reference to his death on the cross, in the Gospel of John also Jesus' glorifĳication (!), then Jesus' embodiment of masculinity must be related to the crucifĳixion, which is indeed a public embodiment of something, but can it be considered masculinity? This will be considered next (this question of paradoxical masculinity is also echoed in the ideals of the Spanish Legion described by Jansen and Driessen in this volume).
Third, Jesus's death and resurrection, arguably the pivot of the early Christian 'story', also need to be considered from the perspective of masculinity in any evaluation of the construction of Jesus' masculinity. Whether one takes the account of any of the (canonical) Gospels or one of the accounts that Paul gives (e.g. in 1 Cor. 15 or in Phil. 2: 5-11), the conflicting associations that the crucifĳixion, death, and resurrection of Christ evoke when read against the background of Greco-Roman conventions regarding masculinity remain structurally similar. Jesus' death on the cross must be regarded as an utterly shameful death, fĳit for slaves, exposing, penetrating, and humiliating the body in a way that had absolutely no place in contemporary understandings of masculinity.31 The resurrection, soon conceptualized as a victory over death, however, must be seen as a glorious event that, for example according to Phil. 2: 9-11, gave Christ a hypermasculine position and identity. Untying this knot seems to be difffĳicult, especially as, depending on the account one takes, Jesus dies willingly, thus retaining a certain amount of control over the events. One generally accepted way of conceptualizing all this would be Jesus' identifĳication as a martyr, to whose identity a (potentially shameful) death was inherent, but who, due to his (or her) faithfulness to his (or her) cause, would die an honourable death (see also the notion of sacrifĳice and faithfulness explored by Chitando and Biri in this volume, and compare Saxena's comments on it).32 Still, the crucifĳixion does not fĳit into this line of thought without some difffĳiculties, shameful a death as it remained -and hence a potential source of embarrassment for early Christians.
In sum, therefore, the representation of Jesus Christ's masculinity in early Christian writing is a highly instable matter and, while there are some models that may do justice to it to a considerable extent, such as the model of the righteous martyr, some instability remains. This instability is a productive one when it comes to the reception and interpretation of Jesus traditions in subsequent discourses on human identity, specifĳically on masculinity. Examples of this productivity can be found in the work of Gerard Loughlin and Graham Ward. Using insights from queer theory, both theologians employ the notion of (the church as) the body of Christ to argue that 'in Christ' masculinity is a deeply unstable category.33 This is further illustrated in the present volume in various ways: traditions containing this 'instable' masculinity can become the source of inspiration for fĳictional adolescent narratives (see Saxena's contribution in this volume), while they also provide the basis for the macho-masculinity embodied by 'Christ the Good Dead' of the Spanish Legion (see Jansen and Driessen in this volume), while both the 'messianic' masculinity explored by Neal and the 'redemptive masculinity' that is discussed by Chitando and Biri all have their roots in precisely these traditions, that therefore continue to be productive when it comes to the construction of ever new kinds of masculinities.
Jesus-Traditions Explored in this Volume
Against this background, authors from across the globe were invited to submit papers for the current volume. The result is a rich harvest with contributions focusing on topics from three continents -and from one fĳictional world -, by scholars using a range of perspectives and operating out of the fĳields of religious studies and theology, gender studies, cultural anthropology, and literary studies.
The special volume opens with two articles relating to African contexts. The fĳirst one, by Masiiwa Ragies Gunda, focuses on an issue that is highly relevant, not only in African but indeed in world Christianity at large: the controversy about homosexuality, and its relation to norms of masculinity. Gunda does not only show how dominant discourses about homosexuality in Zimbabwe are informed by popular readings of the Sodom narrative and by heteronormative perceptions of masculinity. Through a detailed reading of Luke 10: 1-12 he argues convincingly that Jesus in this passage both undermines homophobic readings of the Sodom narrative and 'de-masculinizes' his followers. Applying this to the Zimbabwean and broader African context, Gunda argues that Jesus challenges contemporary Christians to reconstruct their understanding of manhood so that it can allow for same-sex relationships. Thus, a progressive Jesus-tradition is reinvented and employed here in order to challenge and transform dominant perceptions of masculinity.
The article by Ezra Chitando and Kudzai Biri explores the theme of Pentecostal masculinities, offfering a case study of the Zimbabwe Assemblies of God Africa (zaoga). Contextualizing the case study in the local Shona culture and engaging with scholarly discussions about gender in African Pentecostalism, the authors show how zaoga discourse about masculinity reinforces traditional patriarchal notions of masculinity while at the same time challenging some aspects, such as aggression, and adding new elements, such as the expression of emotion. The fĳigure of Jesus, who in the zaoga is presented as a role model for male converts, is part of the same ambiguous masculinity politics and therefore, according to the authors, his potential to present a model of 'redemptive masculinity' is not realized. Apparently Jesus-traditions can become part of the politics of hegemonic masculinity as much as they can be a means to transform prevalent perceptions of masculinity.
The third article leads us from Africa to the African-American community in the United States. Ronald Neal offfers a critical cultural analysis of what he calls the ideal of 'messianic masculinity' upheld among African Americans, both in liberal and conservative Protestant traditions. Inspired by the messianic example of Jesus Christ, passed on through a popular oral tradition of preaching and singing, and represented by elite black American leaders from Martin Luther King Jr. to President Barack Obama, this ideal of masculinity presents ordinary African American men, in the complexities of their lives, with an impossible standard. Neal, thus, problematizes a particular Jesus-tradition in the construction of Christian masculinities. Arguing for a new vision of ethical manhood, he wants to go beyond unattainable messianic ideals. It seems he cannot imagine how Jesus-traditions could contribute to this, because Jesus by defĳinition represents a too-high moral standard.
The penultimate contribution, by Vandana Saxena, focuses on the interrelation between Jesus traditions and the construction of contemporary adolescence boyhood by studying the connection between these two topics in J.K. Rowling's Harry Potter novels. Using literary critical methods, and concentrating on inter-textual connections between the narratives of Jesus Christ and Harry Potter, Saxena shows how the story of Harry Potter echoes important themes from the story of Jesus Christ, including topics such as temptation, death, and resurrection. Reading the story of Harry Potter as a retelling of the story of Jesus, but cast in the shape of the narrative of contemporary male adolescent, Saxena explores the efffects of this combination on the identity as a male adolescent of the hero of the series. Interestingly, Saxena's study shows how Jesus-traditions are still vital and even reappear in a book series that in many ways reflects the secularised, post-Christian British context. The fĳinal contribution, by two scholars, Willy Jansen and Henk Driessen, operating from an anthropological perspective, has the role of 'Christ the Good Death' (El Cristo de la Buena Muerte) as it occurs as a central fĳigure and symbol of masculine performance by an elite unit of the Spanish army. This unit, the Spanish Legion, has adopted a more than life-sized processional statue (paso) of the crucifĳied Christ, i.e. Christ the Good Death, as its patron and carries it in procession in the context of the liturgy of Holy Week. Jansen and Driessen both consider the kind of masculinity embodied by this particular performance that draws heavily upon traditions associated with Jesus Christ, his sufffering, and death, and also discusses recent controversy regarding the Spanish Legion's processions, related in part to changing views of masculinity that are much less martial and are indebted to diffferent views of gender and gender roles in Spanish society at large.
The breadth and depth of the contributions to this volume, seen in the context of the study of religion and gender and of Jesus traditions, shows both how rich and important a topic is addressed here. Constructions of -highly diverse -masculinities continue to be produced and performed in a variety of social, cultural, and religious settings, often providing a key expression of social and religious developments at large. Reading these essays will both give an in-depth impression of the sheer productivity of Jesus traditions in these various settings, as well as of the diversity of constructions of masculinity (and their intentions) that currently exist in global Christian contexts, and will doubtlessly provide the basis for future developments for the construction of 'new men in Christ' (after 2 Cor. 5: 17).
